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“Lives Worthy of God” 

Introduction: Imitation, so it is said, is the sincerest form of flattery.  But, not all imitation is flattering. I 

think, for example, of those times as a parent, when you see your child speaking or acting in a way that 

reflects your own worst traits!  Further, in a culture that places a premium on being novel, or unique, 

imitation can be considered “so yesterday,” like “imitation leather.” And yet, imitation is basic to life. 

From birth onwards, how we learn and how we live is shaped by what we hear, and what we see, 

around us.  The question is not whether we will imitate, but who or what we will imitate.  

What we find as we read the NT, and especially the apostle Paul, is that imitation is a critical component 

of our spiritual formation, of how we take on more and more of the heart of Jesus. Specifically, imitation 

begins with the life of Jesus, continues through the life of Paul and his associates, and extends on to his 

readers, including us. “Follow my example,” Paul writes to the congregation in Corinth, “as I follow the 

example of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). Similarly, to the congregation in Thessalonica, Paul reminds them at the 

beginning of his first letter: “You know how we lived among you for your sake. You became imitators of 

us and of the Lord . . .” (1:5-6).  

This morning we will hear Paul unfold some particulars of this imitation. His ultimate desire is that we 

live lives that are worthy of God, lives that reveal the character of the living God, lives that live with 

holiness and hope in the hostile and hurting world that God so dearly loves. As we reflect together this 

morning, we want to ask: Who is it that we are imitating as we learn to live a life that is worthy of God, 

and who is it that might be imitating us?! Two words emerge for me we hear Paul’s call to imitation: he 

calls us to live a life of courage and a life of care. 

I. Imitating a Life of Courage 

 A. When Paul arrived in Thessalonica, he arrived carrying emotional and physical scars. In 

Philippi, his previous stop, he experienced, as he would in most places he would go, hostility. The 

hostility came about because Paul was preaching and teaching some very radical things. He was 

declaring, as he had come to learn through his experience on the road to Damascus with the risen and 

ascended Jesus, that this Jesus—Israel’s Messiah—was the world’s true Lord. This revelation had moved 

him to turn from the hard-line nationalist Jew that he was, to become the founder of multiple 

multiethnic communities. He was proclaiming to Jews that this true Lord had begun to bring about a 

new world order in which all people were welcome into the kingdom of God on equal terms, regardless 

of nationality, race, gender, or social status. He was proclaiming to Gentiles that the many gods they 

worshipped and tried to placate, including the Roman Emperor himself, were powerless and lifeless. 

Paul’s call on everyone to worship the One true God who had a Son who he had raised from the dead 

and was now the real king of the world, was simply unheard of. . .  It was turning the world upside-

down. It was like asking people to give up driving cars, using cell phones, and watching baseball!  And it 

also meant trouble. In Philippi, it led to Paul and his companion Silas being arrested, flogged, and thrown 

into prison with their feet fastened in stocks (Ac. 16).  

 B. Yet, despite this harsh treatment, and despite continued opposition in Thessalonica, Paul did 

not keep quiet but kept on sharing his radical, world transforming message. “We had previously suffered 

in Philippi, as you know, but with the help of our God we dared to tell you his gospel in the face of 



strong opposition” (2:2). This took courage! It was a courage Paul was asking the Thessalonians to 

imitate. They had already begun to do so, as 1:6 indicates: “You became imitators of us and of the Lord, 

because you welcomed the message in the midst of severe suffering with the joy given by the Holy 

Spirit.” But they would need to continue to stand fast and to recognize that not all would welcome with 

joy the message they would now be sharing.  

 C. It takes courage to live as a Christian. It takes courage because our mission, through both 

word and deed, is to encourage people to change allegiances, to redirect the affections of their hearts, 

to see that there is a better way to go with Jesus than the one on which they are going without him. It 

takes courage to call people away from a nationalistic fervor in which their primary kingdom is their 

country, their primary hope is their President (no matter who), and their primary understanding of 

power is the forceful use of guns and money, to a love of a kingdom that is global and multi-ethnic, to a  

primary hope that is in one who was crucified and raised, and to an understanding of power that is self-

giving in nature.  Not everyone will want to make that move. Jesus said: “This is the verdict: Light has 

come into the world, but people loved the darkness instead of the light…” (Jn. 3:19). And so we might 

feel like the prophet Amos, a shepherd who God called to bring the light to a people living in darkness. 

But he was told, get out . . . do your preaching somewhere else . . . don’t bother us anymore (Am. 7:12-

17). When that happens, our tendency is to shrink back, or to withdraw. But neither Paul, nor Amos, did 

that. Instead they would say, take courage! Where does such courage come from?  

 D. Paul recognized two things. One, that he had been entrusted with a treasure: “We speak as 

those approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel” (2:4). When you recognize that someone has 

entrusted something valuable to you, you can’t hide it. If it is good news, it can’t be hidden; it must, in 

some way be shared. Second, in the sharing of such news, Paul knew that he wasn’t alone, and couldn’t 

do it alone. Only “with the help of God” did Paul dare to keep sharing the good news.  

Illustration: In a book I’m reading on prayer, the author talks about the difference between a good idea, 

and a God idea. We can come up with all sorts of good ideas. But only God can reveal to us a God idea, 

one that he calls us to, and one that takes his power to carry out.  

Sharing the good news is a God idea. Paul continued to call on, and rest in, the power of God, to carry it 

out. Undoubtedly, Paul would have known this word from God, found in the work of the prophet Isaiah, 

when God promises his servant: “So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your 

God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand” (41:10). It is a 

clinging to that promise, and a taking courage from it, that Paul calls us to imitate. 

II. Imitating a Life of Care  

 A. Paul also calls us to imitate a life of care that he and his associates lived among the 

Thessalonians, and indeed, among all of his churches. He talks about this kind of care in contrast to the 

way many traveling teachers and philosophers would have lived. Paul puts it this way:    

 3 For the appeal we make does not spring from error or impure motives, nor are we trying to 
 trick you…  5 You know we never used flattery, nor did we put on a mask to cover up greed—God 
 is our witness. 6 We were not looking for praise from people, not from you or anyone else, even  
 though as apostles of Christ we could have asserted our authority. 7 Instead, we were like young 
 children among you. 



Reading between the lines, Paul seems to be highlighting that the many who went from town to town 
peddling their ideas were only in it for themselves, trying to make a fast buck before moving on. 
Because Paul had been forced to leave Thessalonica quickly, and under the cover of darkness (Ac. 
17:10), one might well imagine Paul’s opponents instigating a smear campaign, filled with false news, 
that used his hasty departure to call his ministry and all he stood for into question. “He ran away.” “You 
haven’t heard from him since.” “He’s a con man who is only interested in your money.” “We’ve seen his 
kind before.” In effect, Paul was being charged with the equivalent of being just another televangelist, or 
leader with a moral failure. 

 B. In response, Paul reminds his readers how he actually had lived among them. He and his 
associates were like “young children,” or “infants,” among them, the equivalent of saying that they were 
innocent of the charges being leveled against them.  Instead, they had been like loving parents. Just as a 
nursing mother cares for her children, sharing the essence of her life with them, and just like a healthy 
father relates to his children, encouraging, comforting, and urging them on to maturity, so had Paul 
given of himself in very sacrificial ways to the “children” that were this community. Further, he reminds 
them that he labored day and night in order not to be a burden to anyone, which probably refers to his 
trade of tentmaking which he would have used to support himself as he moved about, instead of 
passing a hat to have his needs met. Ultimately, his desire was not for him to be praised but for God to 
get the glory for lives well lived. 

 C. This is a wonderful glimpse into the heart of this great servant of Christ. As the old saying 
goes, “People won’t care how much you know until you show them how much you care.” Paul knew this 
full well. He knew that unless content is matched with conduct, unless his life was holy, and righteous, 
and blameless, that the content of what he had been called by God to preach and teach would fall flat.  

This is the kind of life that Paul is calling us, as servants and stewards of the good news, to imitate. As we 
seek to live lives that are worthy of God and encourage others to do the same, as we think about who it 
is that we are imitating and who may be imitating us, this passage serves as a good checklist. May God 
be glorified as we seek to live lives that are courageous and caring toward those whom God puts into 
our life.         


